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The Pace of Change: Reflecting on the International 
Graduate School North-South 2018 in Nepal 

Dkon mchog dge legs (University of Zurich) 


The 2018 IGS (International Graduate School) North-South Summer 
School in Nepal was a surprise journey yet predictable in many ways. 
This was the first time for me to attend this summer school after 
moving to Switzerland as a PhD candidate at the University of Zurich. 
After the flight attendant announced we would soon land at the 
Tribhuvan Internal Airport, I looked outside and saw the Himalaya 
Mountains enveloped in fog. Occasionally, triangular peaks emerged. 
As the plane descended among thick clouds, the land of the Federal 
Democratic Republic of Nepal revealed itself. Tiny villages dotted the 
valleys and hills, connected by strips of brown - dirt roads crisscrossing 
the lush green terrain. The monsoon brought so much rain that water 
droplets mingled with fog limited my visibility over the bluish 
mountain range in the distance. Passing through a patch of clouds, a 
bird's eye view of Kathmandu City was unveiled - chaotic, random, and 
beautiful. Private houses filled the Kathmandu Valley, suggesting a 
lack of central planning and a weak government. 

Tribhuvan International Airport was small and crowded. I 
headed to the Customs gate, which in Chinese characters read 
"Chinese citizens only." I waited in a queue of Chinese tourists emitting 
a hubbub of various Chinese dialects. I read another statement in 
Chinese: "To repay the China's government generous support for 
Nepal earthquake reconstruction, free visa fee for Chinese citizens." 
The Customs officer greeted me in heavily accented Chinese and issued 
a one-month visa. I then waited for my luggage longer than expected 
due to the outdated airport facilities and cluttered airport space in 
general, which seemed to delay each process. 
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I scanned the crowd for a relative and saw him waving at me. 
We then drove to his home through a heavy collection of motorcycles, 
cars, and pedestrians. Many traffic police officers were directing 
vehicles by constantly whistling as if they were accustomed to it. Some 
drivers paid little attention. It seemed that the original purpose of 
whistling had lost its effectiveness through overuse. 

The next day, my relative dropped me off at a hotel gate where 
I met the team of PhD students and researchers who were attending 
the IGS North-South Summer School. The purpose of the Summer 
School was to provide an intercultural, transdisciplinary learning and 
exchange platform for PhD students from the Global South and North 
under the guidance of senior researchers and professors. 

We boarded an air-conditioned bus followed by a jeep in which 
we had loaded our luggage and headed to Pokhara City, the tourist 
capital of Nepal. The topographic features of Nepal on the southern 
slopes of the Himalaya Mountains determined transportation. The 
narrow road along the V-shaped valley connected towns, villages, and 
cities. The road was shared by almost anything that moved - cows, 
tractors, bikes, cars, buses, and pedestrians, moving along at different 
paces, slowing our progression. Nepal adopted the left-hand traffic 
system, which I had never experienced, so it seemed to me to be a 
violation of traffic regulations, by risking human life, particularly 
around sharp curves. After eight hours of an exhausting journey of 200 
kilometers, we reached the Hotel Pokhara Grande, 1 a five-star hotel, 
where a lobby boy offered cups of iced lemonade, reviving us from the 
tiring bus trip. 

A window view from the Hotel Pokhara Grande allowed a view 
of the Annapurna Mountain Range, home to three of the ten tallest 
mountains in the world. Mountain scenery and mountain treks are the 
main tourist attractions. However, the Annapurna Mountain Range 
was usually completely enveloped by fog during the monsoon season. 

The food in Hotel Pokhara Grande is best described by quoting 
its website "...mouthwatering Newari, Thakali, and Tibetan Cuisine 
that gives the oriental Nepalese flare..." Indeed, mouthwatering 

1 http://www.pokharagrande.com/, accessed 4 January 2019. 
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Nepalese cuisine is a dangerous temptation to those trying to lose 
weight. More than half of the guests in food courts were Chinese 
tourists, complaining that the weather would make their trip less 
enjoyable. 

In the next three days, we spent most of our time inside the 
conference room attending seminars related to Nepal's contemporary 
political and economic situation. Three things I remember from the 
seminars that seemed to make Nepalese proud: Nepal is the birthplace 
of the Buddha, Kathmandu is a city of temples, and Mt. Everest is in 
Nepal. 

Based on individual research preference, we divided into four 
groups and entered the valleys stretching deep into the Himalaya 
Mountains. Nine of us in the group settled in village lodging for the 
following days. The purpose of this summer school was to offer junior 
researchers a pragmatic experience of real research situations, under 
the guidance of two professors. Two of the Nepalese team members 
acted as translators. We had several group interviews and mainly 
focused on the re-classification of administrative entities since the 
creation of the Federal Democratic Republic constitution of Nepal in 
2015. The details of our findings are not a subject of this article, but a 
general observation was that the new social structure overlaps with the 
old ones, confusing people in terms of administrative boundaries and 
hierarchical subordination. 

A cluster of villages was scattered between lush green, forested 
hills. The abundance of water from the monsoon and Himalaya 
glaciers nurtured the paddy rice fields between hills. James C Scott 
in The Art of Not Being Governed 1 argued that the pre-colonial state 
formation in Southeast Asia was the outcome of paddy rice fields that 
sustained a large concentration of population in relatively small spaces. 
Consequently, easy access to taxation fixed subjects 
and concentration of manpower that not only sustains rulers' 
entourage of specialists and officials, but allows the state to draft 
military manpower and corvee labor from sedentarized rice farmers. 


1 Scott, James C. 2011. The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist 
History of Upland Southeast Asia. New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press. 
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Could this be the case in Nepal's history? I neither research Nepal 
history nor know much about her past, but I assume the paddy fields 
played an essential role in building the Nepalese nation. 

Nepal is a multiethnic, multilinguistic, multiracial, and multi- 
religious country, yet the lingua franca is Nepali, a branch of the Indo- 
Aryan language spoken by lowland rice farmers as their native tongue. 
Meanwhile, native Himalayans in the highlands speak a variety of 
Tibeto-Burman languages. Hinduism is the dominant religion, and its 
caste system is the foundation of the social pyramid structure - high 
caste, low caste, and non-caste known as Janajati that includes 
indigenous Himalayans. Janajati are not necessarily Hindus - many 
are Buddhists. High castes and Dalits speak Nepali as their mother 
tongue, whereas the Janajati are mostly speakers of various Tibeto- 
Burman languages. One of our focus groups was with a women's group 
of Dalit, the lowest caste, previously known as "untouchables." Nepal 
is no longer a Hindu state after the People's Movement. 
Constitutionally, racial, religious, class, and caste-based 
discrimination have been eliminated. The constitution is committed to 
building a nation with democratic values of liberty, equality, justice, 
and freedom. Nevertheless, the Dalit are still an impoverished, 
marginalized group, yet to acquire an equitable share of social 
resources and material prosperity. 

This part of Nepal seemed to have a healthy ecosystem, 
suggesting that the vicious circle of poverty and environmental 
degradation was no longer an issue. This is remarkable and attributed 
to the efforts of local grassroots, government, and NGOs and their 
years of conservation programs. I observed well-nourished students in 
neat school uniforms crossing the paths between paddy fields. 
Compared to their parents' generation, the nutritional status affecting 
growth seemed no longer an issue for young Nepalese. They are the 
future of this young democratic republic who are preparing themselves 
as educated citizens of Nepal. 

An official conference was in progress at the Hotel Pokhara 
Grande upon our return from the field trip. The hotel lobby was 
occupied by uniformed security personnel reclining on lobby couches 
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while manipulating their mobile phones. Some soldiers also shyly 
entered the food court to eat. In a notable incident, a group of young 
soldiers had just finished placing food on their dishes when a VIP 
escorted by two men slowly entered the food court. The soldiers 
immediately left without eating. I did not understand why soldiers had 
been deployed at a five-star hotel during the conference. Was it 
wasting resources? Was it exercising the state's apparatus? Recalling 
our focus group interview with rugged Dalit women at the front of 
smoke-stained, mud-brick walls amid the strong odor of cow manure, 
the Hotel Grande experience was in profound contrast. This cocooned 
world where young soldiers might glimpse a world very different from 
their usual mundane reality might also misinform Chinese tourists of 
the "real" Nepal. 

Nepal is in chaos like its transportation, slow yet moving. Her 
holistic constitutional statement is like a lighthouse guiding the 
youngest republic to a promising future. However, to reduce the gap 
between reality and vision not only requires good strategy and 
governance, but the powerful people of Nepal need to provide good 
examples. 

On the last day in Pokhara, the magnificent Annapurna 
Mountain Mountain Range emerged from the fog. A little while later, 
a layer of clouds enveloped the mid-range of the mountains, merging 
the peaks above, which exaggerated the height of the peaks, revealing 
a heavenly realm. This breathtaking scenery from a window of the 
Hotel Grande rendered me speechless. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 


Fig 1. Near Kathmandu (27 August 2018, Ddkon mchog dge legs). 



.257. 




Vol 58 2019 Asian Highlands Perspectives 2019 Vol 58 


Fig 2. Paddy near Pokhara (2 Sept 2018, Ddkon mchog dge legs). 



Fig 3. The Annapurna Mountain Range from the outskirts of Pokhara 
City, Nepal (7 September 2018, Ddkon mchog dge legs). 
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